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Thank you.  I am honored to be here in Shanghai as part of this delegation of cultural 
leaders from the United States.  I extend greetings from President Bush, and good wishes 
from the people of America. 
 
I am very pleased to have this opportunity to learn more about China and to engage in 
this cultural exchange between our two nations.  As an art historian, I know that China 
possesses one of the greatest artistic traditions in the world.  
 
Yet I also realize that this tradition is perhaps not as well known in the United States as 
the artistic traditions of other nations.  This is what makes this type of cultural exchange 
so essential. 
 
That is also why I am proud to say that the agency I lead, the National Endowment for 
the Humanities, is the foremost supporter of American scholarship on Chinese art and 
culture.  In 1997, for example, the Endowment provided funding to support an exhibition 
at the Guggenheim Museum in New York City that explored Chinese art and culture over 
the course of 5,000 years.  And we continue to seek opportunities to fund exhibitions and 
scholarship that will allow more Americans to encounter and appreciate the wonderful 
artistic heritage of the Chinese people.  
 
Before I begin my discussion of American art, I must acknowledge and thank some 
important people and institutions: 
 
Acknowledgements: 

• Government of the People’s Republic of China for inviting our delegation  
• I am grateful to the Shanghai Museum of Art for hosting this event, and for 

hosting this remarkable exhibition titled “Art in America: 300 Years of 
Innovation.”  

• Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, New York, and the Terra Foundation for 
American Art, Chicago 

 
What does art tell us about a civilization or a people?  Artists do not work in complete 
isolation, and their art does not originate in a void; it grows out of a culture, a civilization.  
Art often reflects the artist’s understanding of his culture’s religious or social beliefs and 
its history.  
 
By studying and understanding a civilization’s art, we can learn more about how that 
civilization views itself and its place in the broader story of humanity.  Art takes us 
beyond the mere facts and data of a people’s history.  Through an appreciation of art, we 
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gain insights into what a particular civilization most values — into its character and 
ideals and aspirations. 
 
[IMAGE #1 – Picturing America] 
Today I have been asked to reflect in particular on what American art can tell us about 
the people, history, and culture of the United States.  Let me do this by discussing three 
groups of American art works that will be part of a new initiative by the Endowment 
called “Picturing America,” which will distribute classic works of American art to 
American schools. 
 
[IMAGE #2 – John Singleton Copley portrait of Paul Revere]  
 
The first group contains art from the early years of the American republic.  The first 
image is a portrait of Paul Revere, painted in the year 1768.  Revere is best known to 
Americans as a hero of the American Revolution.  However, this portrait was painted 
several years before the Revolutionary War, when Paul Revere’s fame rested on his 
accomplishments as a silversmith.  
 
The viewer should notice that this portrait does not depict a nobleman or aristocrat.  
Instead, it shows a craftsman in the midst of his work — Revere is about to engrave the 
surface of a silver teapot that he has made.  The portrait presents an idealized view of 
labor that is consistent with the democratic ideals of early American history. 
 
[IMAGE #3 — Teapot by Paul Revere] 
 
The next image shows a silver teapot made by Revere in the year 1796.  This teapot is 
much different in style from the pre-Revolutionary teapot he holds in the portrait by 
Copley — and for good reason. After the Revolution, many American architects and 
artists worked in the Neoclassical style — which served as a visible reminder that the 
new nation’s political foundations were based on the republican ideals of ancient Greece 
and Rome.  This teapot is in the Federalist style, a particular American version of 
Neoclassicism.  When viewed from the side, Revere’s teapot looks like a section of a 
fluted Roman column. 
 
[IMAGE #4 – Ohio State Capitol, Thomas Cole and others] 
 
The next image in this group shows a work of Neoclassical American architecture: the 
Capitol building of the American state of Ohio, which was built beginning in the year 
1839.  The design of the Ohio Capitol imparts a sense of grandeur — but on a human 
scale.  Its elegant symmetry and proportions are balanced by a lack of ornamentation or 
embellishment.  It was built in a Greek Revival style that recalls the birthplace of 
democracy.  
 
[IMAGE #5 – Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington] 
 



 3 

The final two images are two of the most famous images in American art.  The first is a 
portrait of George Washington by the painter Gilbert Stuart.  Stuart completed several 
portraits of Washington, and one of these is included in the exhibition currently on 
display at this museum.  This painting captures Washington in his role as leader and 
father of his country.  It was conceived in the grand style that was usually used to depict 
nobility — and it conveys Washington’s noble character and personal dignity.  But the 
details of the painting are distinctly American and democratic.  Notice Washington’s 
simple black suit, the volumes on the table that represent his role as a democratic 
statesman, and the Great Seal of the United States that is found on the back of the chair.   
 
[IMAGE #6 -- Emmanuel Leutze, Washington Crossing the Delaware]  
 
The second painting is “Washington Crossing the Delaware.”  It portrays a key event 
from 1776 during the American Revolution. On Christmas night, Washington led a 
daring night-time crossing of the icy Delaware River in order to launch a surprise attack 
the next morning on the British and Hessian forces in Trenton, New Jersey.  The Battle of 
Trenton was a stunning victory for the American army. It restored their morale and 
turned the tide of the war after a string of earlier defeats. 
 
This painting, like the Gilbert Stuart portrait, depicts Washington’s leadership qualities 
— especially his boldness and courage in the face of great challenges.  Yet it also shows 
him in the boat with his men, sharing the danger and drama of the moment.  The light of 
dawn glows beneath the stormy sky, and the American flag, blown and knotted by the 
wind, rises to a peak behind General Washington.  
 
* * *  
 
[IMAGE #7 – Lincoln photograph by Alexander Gardner] 
 
The second group of art works is drawn from the time of the American Civil War.  The 
first introduces a new artistic medium — the photograph.  This is a portrait of President 
Abraham Lincoln, taken in February 1865 as the Civil War approached its end.   
 
In his famous “Gettysburg Address,” President Lincoln said the Civil War was a test of 
whether the United States or any other nation could endure if it was “dedicated to a 
proposition” that “all men are created equal.”  In this picture we see the toll that this great 
test took on Lincoln — his face is weary, and he looks much older than his age of fifty-
five years.  Notice also that nothing in this photograph indicates Lincoln’s exalted 
position as President:  His clothing is plain, his appearance simple.  We might just as well 
be looking at a humble country doctor. 
 
[IMAGE #8 -- Augustus Saint-Gaudens, Robert Gould Shaw and the Fifty-Fourth 
Regiment, 1897, Boston, MA] 
 
Lincoln resolved that the United States would have “a new birth of freedom,” and this 
next work of art depicts the sacrifices that made this new birth possible.  
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This memorial sculpture depicts the soldiers of the Massachusetts 54th Regiment — the 
first regiment of African Americans recruited in the North for service in the Union Army.  
They are marching into battle to establish their freedom and equal rights — participating 
and sacrificing in a great moral cause.   
 
[IMAGE #9 -- Winslow Homer, The Veteran in a New Field, 1865] 
 
In this painting, Winslow Homer depicts a Civil War veteran just after the war.  He has 
recently returned from the front, and is harvesting a field of grain in the midday sun.  The 
farmer’s military jacket lies discarded in the foreground.   
 
This rich painting is full of allusions and meanings.  The “new field” of the title can’t 
refer to this field of grain, which is obviously mature and ready to harvest.  It refers 
instead to the change in the veteran’s occupation — which necessarily calls to mind his 
previous activity on the battlefield, and what he had to do to help save the Union and 
defend freedom. Some of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War had been fought in wheat 
fields — so in popular consciousness, fields of grain were associated with fields of fallen 
soldiers.  The image of the farmer reaping grain calls to mind the work of the grim 
reaper, the age-old personification of death. The painting also alludes to the ancient 
Roman hero Cincinnatus, who gave up power and returned to his life as a farmer after 
defeating his enemies. 
 
Homer’s painting captures both the desolation caused by the war, and the country’s hope 
for the future. It summons up the conflicting emotions that took hold of Americans at that 
time — relief that the Civil War was over, and grief for the many lives that had been lost.  
 
* * *  
[IMAGE #10 -- James Karales, Selma-to-Montgomery March for Voting Rights in 1965] 
 
Our final two art works are from the 20th century.  The first is a famous photograph of 
civil rights demonstrators, marching in the state of Alabama in support of equal voting 
rights for African Americans. Previous demonstrations in that area had been violently 
suppressed.  Karales’s photograph of this event captures the courage and determination of 
civil rights workers during those tense and dangerous times.   
 
One might draw an interesting comparison between this photograph and the painting we 
viewed earlier of George Washington crossing the Delaware River with his army.  In 
both works, the participants face human and natural obstacles that stand in the way of 
heroic action.  Karales has positioned his camera so that we look up at the train of 
marchers, who appear to climb some unseen path toward the low, threatening sky.  As 
though in defiance of the oncoming storm, four figures at the front of the group march in 
unison and set a brisk, military pace. In the center of the photograph, the American flag is 
carried by invisible hands beneath a heavy, black thundercloud that appears ready to 
break. 
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The photograph reveals the strength of conviction demonstrated by hundreds of 
Americans seeking basic human rights.  As a work of art, it transcends its primary 
function as a record of the event, by telling the story of the desire for freedom that is the 
shared heritage of all Americans.   
 
[IMAGE #11 -- Martin Puryear, Ladder for Booker T. Washington, 1996] 
 
Our final work of art is a modern sculpture by Martin Puryear, titled “Ladder for Booker 
T. Washington.”  Booker T. Washington was a former slave who became an educator, 
author, and a leader of the African American community in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries.  
 
Washington titled his autobiography Up from Slavery, and Puryear’s Ladder sculpture 
makes use of this imagery.  It represents the opportunity that Booker Washington sought 
for his fellow black Americans — the right to rise above their circumstances as former 
slaves through hard work and education. Yet we also notice that the Ladder exists 
precariously in space — it is suspended over the floor and anchored to its surroundings 
by almost undetectable wires, and it rises toward an uncertain destination.  In this sense, 
the sculpture also represents the difficulties and uncertainties of the ascent of African 
Americans.   
 
* * * 
 
What can we say about these works of American art, taken as a whole?  What do they tell 
us about the United States as a civilization?  Perhaps the best I can do is to discuss the 
themes and ideas that prevail throughout these works.   
 
First, we have seen portrayals of America’s democratic character — its preference for 
simplicity and what might be described as a “republican austerity,” especially in its 
allusions to the classical ideals of ancient Greece and Rome. In these works, we see the 
importance that Americans place on the freedom and the equal dignity of every 
individual, and their admiration for leaders who are noble in virtues yet humble in 
demeanor.   
 
In these works, we also see depicted the continuing, never-ending drama of what has 
been called the “American experiment” in self-government.  In the painting of 
Washington and his army crossing the Delaware River … in the sculpture of black 
American soldiers fighting for their freedom in the Civil War … and in the photograph of 
civil rights demonstrators marching for equal rights, we see the courage, determination, 
and sacrifice that has been required of those who have defended America’s founding 
principles. We also see the strength of character that Americans believe is essential for 
upholding our ideals and striving continuously toward their realization.   
 
Once again, I am grateful for this opportunity to speak about the art of our nation, and to 
learn more about the great artistic tradition of China. 
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Thank you.  
 


